Sensitive detection of human telomerase reverse transcriptase mRNA in the serum of patients with hepatocellular carcinoma.
Telomerase reverse transcriptase protein (hTERT) mRNA has been reported to be detectable by reverse transcription polymerase chain reaction (RT-PCR) in the serum of patients with breast cancer. We measured serum hTERT mRNA in patients with hepatocellular carcinoma (HCC), and examined its clinical usefulness. We performed RT-PCR to detect the expression of hTERT mRNA in 78 patients with HCC, 10 with liver cirrhosis (LC), 12 with chronic hepatitis (CH), and 34 healthy individuals without any liver diseases and cancers, and statistically analyzed the association with clinical parameters which include age, sex, etiology, Child classification, underlying liver disease, biochemical data, alpha-fetoprotein (alpha-AFP) number and size of tumor, and histological differentiation of HCC regarding HCC patients. 70 of 78 (89.7%) patients with HCC, 7 of 10 (70.0%) with LC, and 5 of 12 (41.7%) with CH were positive for hTERT expression, whereas all healthy individuals were negative for it. A multivariate analysis showed that positivity of hTERT mRNA was independently associated with AFP, tumor size, and differentiation degree. These results suggest that this assay is sensitive enough to detect hTERT mRNA in serum, and that it would be applicable for early detection and diagnosis of HCC or other cancers by a quantitative method.